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SOMETHING WAS IN THE CAVE, which was all he knew. What or who was another thing. Harrison had always loved adventures and the noise he heard coming from inside the dark tomb pulled him in to investigate. His imagination revealed strange creatures from other planets. He paused to laugh at himself. What was he thinking? He wasn’t a child anymore—aliens? It wasn’t aliens but what—what could be making those sounds? He never heard of any human who could make sounds like that. So if it wasn’t a human, what could be making those strange sounds?

He cautiously walked toward the cave as he looked back at the ocean waves beating against the sand in hopes to wake the sleeping or maybe even the dead. Harrison smiled as a breeze gently kissed him on the cheek, comforting him for a moment. He stopped as he turned to face the darkness awaiting him inside the rocky cavern. Would this be an adventure he would always remember or just something to kill the time only to forget it once it was finished? Only time would tell and he didn’t care which it would be. An adventure was just that and he could never have too many. There were no adventures too small or too big for him.

He pressed forward when he heard the noise again. What dared him to enter the forbidden temple of darkness? He was certain that he had never heard anything like it before, yet at the same time, it sounded familiar somehow and couldn’t understand it. 

Uncharted territory always promised him the greatest adventures so when he discovered this cave and heard the noise coming from within, it wasn’t a mystery that he could resist. The mystery and possible danger in that intrigued him though he didn’t know why. He was alone in his family to have these desires and felt as though he didn’t belong to his parents but it never let him down for such feelings. Instead, Harrison embraced the difference.

As Harrison inched his way deeper into the unknown, the wind sang a soothing lullaby in his ears as it ran in and out of the opening. He stepped into the mouth of the cavern and stopped to look around the massive space. His heart raced with anticipation, feeling desperate to know what was luring him into the darkness.

Not much light passed the opening, a bowl-shape that trapped the darkness inside its stoned belly. His fascinated eyes gazed at the high ceiling covered in jagged rocks. He stood there as if to memorize the shapes of the shadows, waiting to tell their secrets to him. 

To either side of him were more fanged rocks with sharp edges waiting to tear anyone who dared to approach them. He twisted around to get a full view of his surroundings, taking mental notes not to stand too close to the walls which held the ceiling for so long. Harrison felt drawn to this unknown force pulling him past the deadly walls, begging him to investigate further.

His eyes continued to survey his surroundings. Harrison didn’t know how long this cave had been there but he could tell it had stood the test of time. Piles of dried sand leaned against the walls covering more rocks which seemed to go on forever; perhaps they touched the center of the earth. The relentless ocean pushed more sand into the cave and he jumped back avoiding the sand from spilling over his shoes. He wasn’t wearing the right shoes for this and he knew he’d soon regret that. The brown leather, hard-sole shoes weren’t made for any adventure which wasn’t his plan when he began his day.

He heard the noise again, stealing his attention from the ocean and his shoes. The sound called to him; he felt obligated to follow but couldn’t fathom what it could be. He couldn’t bear not knowing the secret within the cave’s belly. His imagination began to overcome his mind even more. Was it a fair maiden in danger? Was there a beast protecting a secret treasure only he would find? His heart beat faster as he slowly pushed his feet forward unable to escape his thoughts of a quest waiting just for him. 

The deeper he pressed into the span, the more he could see there was a second room inside the cavern. As his eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness, he wondered how close he was to the room beyond the tomb that enveloped him. He knew the darkness could play tricks on his mind from earlier missions. He paused for a short moment as his mind pondered over the possibilities. Would the answer be waiting for him? Would his adventure push him to the center of the earth or to another realm? He prayed the answer he was searching for wouldn’t come to him quickly for then it would be over and he hungered for more. With each step forward, deeper into the cave, he continuously checked his progress. He could still see a slither of light from the opening so he imagined he hadn’t gone too far but he wasn’t sure. Before too long, he would see absolute no light at all and he would depend on his sense of touch so he would have to be careful. Then he thought if he was too cautious, the fear would set in stopping him from pushing forward. He laughed to himself, listening to the echo of his returning laughter.

He pushed his way through the space. Darkness tried to consume him. Harrison patted down his pockets in search of his lighter. When he discovered where he placed it last, he pulled it out and flicked it giving birth to a soft glow. He shivered as a soft breeze welcomed him from inside the cavern and the lighter’s flame fizzled out. Another flick of the lighter produced only a spark and the old, old part of his mind that remembered monsters in the dark before fire was discovered caused him to panic for the first time. He thumbed the old tattered lighter again, mumbling obscene gestures until the golden flame appeared. He welcomed the flame he had produced. As the light from the flame touched the wall before him, he saw something that triggered those fears again and dropped the lighter in the sand. He stood frozen in the darkness, not knowing if his eyes had deceived him, or if he really had seen something. His pounding heart would soon give his location away for sure.

Harrison heard a rustling shift as if someone or something was in the cave with him. “Who’s there?” An echo repeated his words, mocking him. “Brian, you jerk, is that you?” Only his echo responded, mocking him again. It was a tease to his love for such an adventure. 

Harrison finally knelt down and felt for his lighter, sighing in relief when he found it buried in the cold brittle sand. He tried to pick it up but it wouldn’t move as if he had dropped it in a pile of super glue. He tried again resulting in the same outcome. He felt around, trying to figure out why he couldn’t pick it up. “What the...” 

His fingers touched the lighter, exploring the area around the lighter, but the shape didn’t feel quite...right. It curved upwards as well as around and didn’t end where the flint should be. Hesitant fingers followed the curve to what felt like leathery scales which ascended up and up, and Harrison swallowed hard, fighting down the instinct that told him to run. That hadn’t been his lighter he’d touched. It had been a nail, a talon, belonging to something very large. Something large enough to devour him in one swallow.  

Was he imagining things? Did he want an adventure so badly that his mind conjured a beast? Did he hit his head on one of those sharp rocks by the entrance of the cave? Was he simply dreaming? Harrison longed for such an escapade but now he felt too afraid to explore it. Was he not the man he had always thought he was?

As he knelt there, frozen, something spoke. “What are you doing here?” It was not Brian’s voice.

Harrison fell backwards letting the object go. He looked up hoping to catch a glimpse of this being who tortured his imagination. Terror sent his shaking body crawling across the sand in an attempt to escape. Reason fled; he couldn’t even scream passed the panic that closed his throat. His caveman ancestors had been right to fear the dark. He was surprised by his reaction to this unknown life form that questioned his arrival but he valued his life far more than any adventure and didn’t want to think about being a chicken.

“No, don’t leave. Please. You don’t have to go.” 

Harrison stopped half way through the cave and looked back at the darkness. A part of him—the sensible part—wanted to sprint away, and leave without asking questions. Another part, a small part, wanted to stay, compelled him to reside. Maybe it was the wistful longing in the voice; that voice which was familiar yet couldn’t be. As his mixed feelings argued inside his brain, Harrison hesitated as if he was waiting for his brother to jump from the shadows. If this was a joke, he knew he had been taken. There was no mistake about that.

“Please, will you stay and talk with me for a little while?” 

Harrison didn’t know what to do. He slowly, unwillingly stood up and dusted off his pants, looking back at the cave’s entrance, so near, yet too far away, only a hint of light to reveal its opening. He could faintly hear the waves crashing against the shore. He could still make a run for it if he needed to. Then again, he didn’t know how fast this thing—whatever it was—could run either, so he might be wasting his time trying.

As he struggled with warring instincts, he heard the beast’s footfalls in the sand as it slowly approached him. “Here’s your fire maker.” The voice sounded so peaceful and gentle. There was no way the thing he felt could belong to that voice. Harrison knew his mind had to be playing tricks on him. There was no other explanation. Maybe he only felt a rock. He hadn’t tried picking it up so it was possible.

“It’s called a lighter,” he finally said. His voice shook, surprising him. He clapped his hand over his mouth so he couldn’t say another word and looked back at the opening again.

“I won’t hurt you. You can calm down,” it said.

“I am calm.” Unable to hide his shaking voice, he felt confused and didn’t know if he should still try to make a run for it or wait for the revealing of the source of this being’s angelic voice. Curiosity overcame the panic as he finally reached out for the lighter. He felt the object in the creatures paw and flicked it, desperate for some light.

What was this creature? What had hands covered in leathery hide with talons longer than his forearm? Why wasn’t he running as fast as he could? No adventure frightened him away, but he had never been this close to this kind of real danger before.

The flame didn’t want to cooperate, no matter how many times he thumbed the flint. Annoyed, he stuffed it into his pant pocket and shivered as a cold breeze brushed against his back. 

“Are you cold?”

“No, I’m fine,” he lied. He squinted, still trying to see the creature, but even his adjusted eyes wouldn’t allow him to see through the dark air, which consumed him. 

“I can help you be warm and create enough light to see me if you would allow me to.” 

The voice still sounded strangely familiar, yet Harrison knew he hadn’t heard it before. Maybe, he thought, that was why he was more curious than scared. He heard a faint shift in movement as though the thing was picking something up. Ball of flames appeared above him creating a burst of yellow and orange light. When he saw the dragon, Harrison fell over. 

“Are you all right?”

“Well, I-I don’t know. You’re a...you’re a dragon.”

“Yes, I know. You’re not frightened of me, are you?” The creature sounded surprised.

“I don’t know. Should I be afraid?” He prayed for a positive answer.

“No. I promise I won’t harm you.”

“So if you’re not dangerous, why are you hiding in here?” Harrison asked insanely.

“I don’t know. I guess I’ve been hiding for so long that I’ve forgotten.”

“So you’ve been around for a long time then, huh?” His voice was calm and loose. His fear was disappearing. His heart dropped from his throat and returned to its rightful place inside his chest. 

“Longer than I would have liked.” It looked down.

As they talked, Harrison tried to stand up. Pain shot through his leg and he collapsed. 

“Oh, no, you’re hurt.”

“I must have twisted my ankle when I fell. I’ll be all right.” He tried not to think of how bizarre it was to be talking to a dragon and avoided looking into the beast’s eyes, fearing it would see into his soul or something. He read too many books on the subject.

“Are you sure you’re all right? I can help you.”

Harrison was set on not asking for help but his leg did hurt and he didn’t want to be trapped in that cave forever, friendly dragon or not. The beast didn’t seem to want to wait for his reply. He stifled his panic as it gently picked him up and carried him to a flat rock placing him carefully on top of it. He was amazed how it handled him. Its talons didn’t scratch him, not even once. “You have a soft touch for such a large animal.”

“Thank you. I wasn’t always this thing you see before you.”

“Really? What happened?” Harrison quickly became intrigued by the beast’s explanation. How was it that a dragon wasn’t always a dragon? He needed to know the answer and was amazed how quickly it gave him what he wanted to know.

“Love happened.” Its voice became distant as if it fell into a dream as it spoke of how this thing became this large dragon he saw before him.

CHAPTER ONE
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DAWNRAE STOOD AT THE TOP of the grassy hill overlooking the palace’s grounds. She watched the king’s workers gathering and planting in the fields below as knights sat upon their horses keeping watch from their enemies. The men and women were covered in filth as they tended the gardens. Sometimes she felt lucky she wasn’t among the many who worked for the king, sometimes she wished she had. They had it so hard yet they were among the few who lived inside the walls of the kingdom. She was merely a peasant girl and lived in the woods, just outside the walls of the palace but still part of the kingdom. 

Everyday, she stood on this hill watching them do their duties under the protection of the king’s knights. She only wanted to find him, the love of her life, who also worked for the king. When she finally spotted the young man sitting upon his horse watching over the workers, she felt her face redden.  

Dawnrae touched her cheek, she felt warm. She placed her basket filled with flowers down on the boulder next to her and focused on William ignoring the hot feeling that overcame her.

When Dawnrae noticed she was being watched as well, she spun around and continued her own work feeling embarrassed for being seen. Though she acted like nothing had happened, her thoughts were still on William. She could lose herself in thoughts of him in just one glance. And though they had never officially met, she thought she had known him her entire life.

Dawnrae began humming as she plucked the beautiful flowers from the ground, and didn’t know anyone was approaching her until a man tapped her on the shoulder, demanding her attention. Dawnrae twisted around; dropping the flowers in her hands, and saw William looking back at her. She felt her face grow warmer as she blushed, then smiled and looked down before curtseying, a show of respect. “May I help you, sir?” Her heart raced as the man she admired stood before her.

“Yes, my lady. Were you watching us?”

“Oh, I am terribly sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to do any harm.” She looked up only to be polite, but when her eyes locked onto his, there was nothing else left in the world. Her body stiffened as she felt him draw nearer. She wanted him for her own but she knew the dangers of it. This man standing before her was promised to another woman; a woman with stature and power. Someone like this could never really be hers. Only in her dreams could she ever love this man and feel his love in return.

He slid his hand down her cheek, brushing her hair to the side, removing the obstacle from her face. His warmness touched her body sending shivers down her spine, making her to want that touch again. When he looked away for a second she pulled away and escaped with her stomach filled with tiny knots. Dawnrae felt embarrassed. As she descended the hill, she lifted her long skirt; trying to get as much distance between them as possible. She had to fight the urges growing deep in her bosom; walking away was the only thing she could do. And then, Dawnrae could hear his footsteps in the grass behind her so she stopped and turned to face him once more. 

“Why have you come to this hill?” His voice was strong but gentle.

“Flowers, sir. This meadow has many beautiful flowers and I like to pick them for our daily dinner table.” Her eyes over-looked the meadow and smiled at the variety of flowers it had to offer for the picking, each with its own color and shape.

“I don’t see any with you. Are you sure you weren’t spying on us?” He looked over his nose with his face turned to the side. 

Dawnrae became more nervous. Her body began to shake as the knots tightened. She desperately wanted him to take her right then and there but she knew of the dangers that would come with such an act. She looked past him at her basket. “No, sir; not I. My basket is over yonder, by the large rock.” 

William looked away. “Stand here. I will return.” William walked away in the direction of the rock. 

Dawnrae watched him as her body tingled and the knots tightened. She wanted to run away, but now she knew she couldn’t. He would take chase and learn where she lived—something she didn’t want him knowing. Her home was a plain, dirty cabin with two rooms. Certainly, it was unfit for the likes of a knight. She watched William pick up the flowers she dropped and carefully place them in her basket. The grace he used was not of a knight—it was that of a gentleman. The sun shone down on William and wrapped around him as if he was on a theater’s stage, following his every move. Time seemed to stand still and Dawnrae embraced it as she held her chest to keep her heart from escaping.

She had loved him since the first day she saw him at the market place, before she knew who he was. He wasn’t taken then but she was far too young at the time so it wasn’t even a possibility for her, she thought. Now she was nineteen, an age most women had already been married by and stricken with children, but not Dawnrae. She was wanting more than just a strong man, she wanted love too. And the man she loved worked for the king and was promised to another. She was ridiculed for the nonsense, they called it. Love wasn’t supposed to be a luxury that someone could wait for. Most people in the kingdom were selected for marriage by their parents at a young age and a person couldn’t argue with the choice. She had been spared from this tradition. 

William returned, carrying the basket filled with flowers she had picked earlier. There was a twinkle in his eyes as he smiled at her. She loved the fact that she was standing before him, but felt weak in the knees when he was that close. If there was a Heaven, it was a cruel place for putting her here with this beautiful man and could do nothing about it. 

“Here is your basket, my lady. May I escort you home?”

“I think I can find my way home, sir.”

“It is the least I could do for startling you.”

Dawnrae didn’t speak. Her heart raced as she pondered over the fear. This beautiful man will see where I live and will know I don’t live within the walls. He will pass judgment of my life and shall not know the truth of who I am. I must not allow this. Dawnrae smiled and stepped back as her head lowered.

William smiled. “I know you don’t live within the walls of the kingdom. If you had, I would have seen you before this day. I only want to do my duties as a knight and protect you along your journey home.” He smiled again and bowed as he held the basket in his hand. “I wish nothing less or more for this request.”

Dawnrae was hesitant, but accepted with a smile. “Well, I guess it would be fine.” She took the basket out of his hand and hung it over her elbow. 

Dawnrae and William descended the hill touching their hips as they walked without speaking. Her heartbeat thumped in her chest, begging him to hear her thoughts. She wouldn’t dare to speak them aloud. Anyone might be able to hear. As her mind circled the thought of running away with William, she tripped over something and began to drop, taking William with her. They rolled and tumbled down the hill as the flowers showered them. Dawnrae felt as though they were moving in slow motion and anything that she could have struck while falling, she hit hard with each jarring movement down the hill. Her mind raced as her heart felt like it would beat right from her chest. Her body ached but all she could think about was William. Was he seeing the way she was rolling, unlike a lady should tumble? When they finally reached the bottom of the hill next to an old Willow tree, William covered her body with his, landing as if he had meant to. 

He lifted his weight off of her and gazed into her soft Blue eyes. He stopped as if he was locked in place, unable to move away from her. It was as if something was keeping him there so she could stare into his Blue-Grey eyes.

Dawnrae hoped the invisible force wouldn’t release him so she could embrace this moment but she knew what the consequences would be so she felt nervous. She felt like she was burning with a high fever as the knots continued to tighten. Her hands held his shoulders as she gazed into his eyes, afraid to smile. If this moment would last forever, Dawnrae wouldn’t have any complaints. Just being that close to him was worth a lifetime of any punishment she could be forced to suffer. 

“Sir, I must apologize for my clumsy feet.”

“No, it is I who must apologize. Are you hurt?” He slowly pulled himself up and helped her to her feet. He looked her over which made her feel more embarrassed. 

Her dress was in shambles, dirt covered her from head to toe, her hair was a mess; she looked less of a lady now as if she looked like one before. She looked down. “A little sore but I will be all right.”

“Can you walk?”

“I think so.” She took one step and stumbled. He caught her with his strong arms before she could hit the ground.

“I can carry you the rest of the way if you should be so nice to point me in the correct direction.” It was all he had to say. She obliged and he gently swooped her up into his arms and carried her home. 

As they reached the edge of the woods before her cottage, she reached up and realized her pin was no longer holding her hair up. She panicked. “My pin is gone.”

“I shall find it for you, my lady. Will you wait here?”

She nodded with a faint smile. He placed her down on a fallen tree and left her in search for her pin. She rubbed her ankle as she waited for his return. When she saw him in the distance with a smile on his handsome face, she knew he came bearing gifts, at least one hair pin. She smiled in return. He handed the pin to her and she returned it to her hair. William gently picked her up and carried her the rest of the way home as Dawnrae rested her head on his chest. The beating of his heart sounded like music.

Her uncle was chopping wood as they approached the cottage. He stopped when he saw them. “What happened, child?”

“It was nothing. I only twisted my ankle and this kind man offered to help me home.”

“Thank you, sir. How may we repay your kindness?” her uncle asked as he swung the ax into the stump. It stuck so he released his hands. He reached forward for William’s hand.

William met him half way and they shook hands. “I was only helping the lady. No payment is required.”

“All right, then. While you are here, may we pay our taxes to you?”

“It is not due today so it can wait another day. You are welcome to come to the palace and pay at the time due as always.”

“Fine, then. Would there be anything
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